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ABSTRACT 

Frequently sperikers confront ho stile groups and 
audiences with opposite points of view. Public communicators faced 
with this dilemma can choose not to address the group or, in 
speaking, can avoid points of contention, but a third more subtle 
alternative used is deliberate ambiguity or vagueness, a rhetorical 
strategy known as equivocation. But do listeners perceive 
equivocation, and what effect does equivocation have, especia'^^ly 
negati\rely worded sentences, on source credibility? More than 60 
undergraduates at the University of Oklahoma were subjects in a test 
of this question. Results show that (1) listeners* prior attitudes 
determine if the message is interpreted as being vague; (2) no 
significant differences were found between (a) agreement with a 
message and the order of the (equivocated and, clearly stated issues as 
well as (b) all issues being stated positively or all issues being 
stated negatively; (3) source credibility is not significantly 
affected by order of presenting equivocated issues; and (4) there is 
greater recall if all the issues are presented positively. (DS) 
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THE EFFECTS OF EQUIVOCATION AND NEGATIONS 
ON MESSAGE PERCEPTION AND SOURCE CREDIBILITY 

In an effort to better prepare their students for persuasive 
discourse, teachers of speech since antiquity have emphasized the 
importance of knowing the attitudes and beliefs of the audience. 
In addition, this instruction has stressed the necessity of 
devising an appropriate strategy which identifies with those 
dispositions and meets the .expectations of the listeners. 
Depending on the context of the communication event and the 
nature of the audience, the speaker is faced with the problem 
of choosing a strategy which will maximize the probability of 
success. If the speaker and audience hold similar attitudes, 
then the speaker may feel inclined to honestly. and openly 
disclose the specifics of his position. However, what strategy 
should the speaker employ if he knows the audience strongly 
disagrees with his position on certain issues? Surely the 
best rhetorical advice would not be for him to be "crystal 
clear" on each issue, completely enfolding the intricacies 
of his position. Such an approach would probably alienate 
many in the audience and contribute to a loss in credibilityr 

What then is an alternative approach? Of course the 
simplest resolution to the problem would be to avoid confronta- 
tion and misunderstanding altogether by not addressing the 
audience. Another tactic might be to give the speech but 
completely ignore all issues which hold the potential for 
disagreement. Hov/ever, these approaches appear unrealistic. 
In the political arena where this strategy dilemma typically 
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occurs, public officials are expected to make public appear- 
ances and 'deal v/ith the important issues confronting their 
constituents. 

As a third alternative to dealing with a communication 
situation where audience and speaker beliefs differ greatly > 
this paper investigates the use of deliberate vagueness, that 
is equivocation, as a rhetorical strategy. More specifically, . 
the paper seeks to determine if and how listeners perceive 
equivocation as well as determine what effects equivocation 
has on source credibility. . As a secondary concern, the paper 
investigates the use of -negatively wprded statements to see 
how they effect message perception and source credibility. 

Defining Ambifflaity, Vajg:ueness , 
and Equivocation 

There appears to be considerable confusion regarding the 
defining characteristics of "ambiguity," "vagueness," and 
"equivocation.'' Quite frequently the research literature 
uses these terms interchangeably , which tends to add misunder- 
standing to confusion. 

In an effort to conceptually distinguish these terms, 
Goss (19?1) reviewed the literature on verbal ambiguity and 
offers some meaningful distinctions. According to Goss, an . 
ambiguous term is one which has two or more rather distinct 
and clear areas of reference, hov/ever the choice between the 
alternative referents is in question. For example, the word 
"star" may refer to a glowing object in the sky^ a geometric 
figure with five points, or the principal member in a theatrical 
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production. The fields of reference arc distinct, but it is 
not clear which meaning should be chosen. The listener must 
depend on the context of the word, both in the sentence and the 
situation, in making this choice, 

A vague word is one which has one field of reference but 
the extent of its boundaries is in question. When the outer 
parameters of the meaning of a word are fuzzy and flexible, 
there is room for a broad or narrow range of interpretation 
depending on the individual perceiving the message. For example, 
how old is *'middle-aged"? Perhaps we would agree that a 
person 50 years old is middle-aged, but what about a person ^0, 
or one 6o years old? v/e could probably agree that ages 20 
and. 80 are not middle-aged, but we would have difficulty 
agreeing on the boundary ages for the term "middle-^aged" . 
V/ith vagueness the issue is one of precision, whereas vyith 
ambiguity the issue is one of accuracy, and while there is 
some vagueness in all words, not all terms are ambiguous (that 
is', have different and distinct fields of reference) . 

The final term to be defined is "equivocation Very 
simply, equivocation is being deliberately vague. By choosing 
words which have flexible boundaries and a v/ide range of inter- 
pretation, a speaker allows listeners to react in a way which 
suits them best and supply whatever referents they feel belong 
in the range covered by the equivocated phrase. "The goal of 
equivocation . . . , is to avoid offending people, to minimize 
alienating, and if possible to v/in a few people to the speaker-^ s 
side (Goss, 19?1, p. l6) . 



Research Inves tigating Equivoc ation 
One of the first pieces of experimental research investi- 
gating the effect of equivocated messages was done by Samovar 
(I962). Using the texts from the i960 Nixon-Kennedy debates, 
Samovar selected six clear passages and six equivocated passages. 
After subjects heard all twelve passages they were asked to 
verbalize v/hat they thought the speaker was saying. Results 
showed that the equivocated passages had an average of 15.5 
different interpretations whereas the clear passages produced 
an average of 6,6 different interpretations, v/hile this research 
does not investigate the nature of equivocation in detail, the 
findings suggest that vague messages do evoke significantly 
more meanings than do clear messages. 

Several studies have produced evidence to support the 
assumption that ambiguous or vague messages tend to be distorted 
by the receiver in accordance v/ith their own attitudes. 
Zimbardo (i960) found that there was an assimilation effect 
when subjects interpreted the meaning of vaguely stated 
sentences. Subjects who had a positive attitude toward the 
topic judged the vague sentences as more favorable than those 
who had a negative attitude, Manis (1961) also found an 
assimilation effect when subjects were asked to respond to 
neutral messages. 

In a more recent study which specifically addresses 
equivocation as a rhetorical strategy, Goss and Williams (1973) 
investigated what effects equivocation has on source credibility. 
They manipulated messages which clearly agreed with the audience, 
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clearly disagreed, or messages which disagreed with the a^udience 
but were equivocated, As expected, the source of a clear.. ' 
agree message was perceived as more credible than the source of 
a clp.^rly disagree message. However, the mosx irj ortant fir.ding 
of the study was that the source of an equivocated mejoare was 
perceived as more credible on the character dimo;., than the 

source of the clearly disagree message. Even "i;iough there was 
no significant difference for author^itativeness , these findings 
clearly demonstrate that equivocating on issues vvhich the 
audience disagrees with can positively effect a speaker's 
credibility in terms of character ratings. These findings 
suggest that the use of equivocation under certain circumstances 
might be a useful rhetorical strategy. 

To summari.se, equivocated messages appear to evoke more 
meanings than do clear messages , there is an assimilation effect 
between attitude position and f avorableness toward vague messages, 
and the source of an equivocated message is perceived as more 
credible on the character dimension than the source of a message 
v/hich clearly disagrees with the listeners. 

Research Investigating Negations 
Philosophers s linguists, and experimental psychologists 
have all found evidence indicating that negative statements are 
psychologically more complicated than affirmative statements 
because they require all the cognitive processes normally 
involved in understanding affirmative statements plus some 
further processes of denial (Russell, 19^8? Hovland and Weiss, 
O 
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1953} Wason, 1959, I962, 1965f McMahon, I963) . The work of 
Wason has been especially enlightening. In his studies comparin 
negative sentences and affirmative sentences, results substan- 
tiate the common sense assumption that negative sentences take 
longer to comprehend and cause more mistakes in recall. Wason 
explains that negations are more difficult to understand because 
when a negation is presented, the listener must; 

1. Transform the negation to an affirmative sentence (a 
syntactic change) 

2. Evaluate the affirmative form 

3. Then reverse the evaluation (a semantic change) 
^. And ultimately produce a response. 

In affirmative sentences the transformation step and reversing 

the evaluation step are omitted. Since a negative statement 

demands more steps and involves a semantic rearrangeiT^ent , 

negations require .more time before they are comprehended and 

increase the probability of errors in recalling the negation. 

H ypotheses 

The relatively small body of research investigating 
equivocation has produced some meaningful results, but many 
additional variables in the communication setting need to be 
isolated and understood more clearly before we can accurately 
predict the effects of equivocation. Cne of these variables 
is the perception of equivocation. Do listeners actually 
perceive an equivocated message as being vague? If they do, 
then' it v/ould appear that the speaker's chances of success 
would tend to diminish. Goss (1971) addresses this issue- 
specifically when he observes 5 
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Equivocation implies connotative agreement and 
referential disagreement. V/e both v/ill agree a 
"thing is good, but what precisely the thing is, we 
may disagree on, and never know that we disagree. 
Connotatively v/e agree, denotatively v/e think v/e 
understand but don't realize that we may not.. The 
success of a speaker's equivocation depends on the 
ease with which the respondents ban attach a meaning, 
and on the respondents' failure to notice the Vagueness 
of the message. The respondent should never question 
the clarity of the message (p. 15)- 

What, then, is the relationship between the perception of 

vagueness and the content of a message? Do listeners generally 

perceive statements as being specific or are there occasions 

when messages^ are seen to be vague? Operating on the assumption 

that there is an assimilation effect between attitude direction 

and perception of vagueness, the following hypothesis is offered? 

Hypothesis I s Listeners -who have a negative attitude 
tov/ard the ivssues presented in a message will perceive 
the. message as being more vague than listeners who have 
a positive attitude, toward the issues. 

Students of persuasion have traditionally had an interest 
in order effects as a com.munication variable. When two sides 
of an issue are presented successively by different communica- 
tors, does the side presented first or the side presented last 
have the persuasive advantage? A large body of research has 
focused on the primacy-recency issue and sought to uncover a 
conclusive ansv\^er to this question (Lund, 1925? Asch, 19^6? 
Cromwell, 1950^ Kovland and Mandeil, 1957? Luchins , 195?^ 
Miller and Campbell, 1959? Insko , 196^? Luchins and Luchins, 
'1970). This research indicates that there is no single or 
absolute ansv^/er. Even though the primacy effect was initially 
thought to hold the greatest advantage, other research indicates 

O 
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that many variables in the communication event appear to 
influence persuasion more than the order of presentation. Undo 
some conditions the primacy effect prevails and under other 
conditions the recency effect is more persuasive. 

According to IVicGuire (1969)> the primacy-recency research 
iias operated from tv/o major theoretical foundations? (1) learn 
ing theory and (2) perception theory. Of these two competing 
theories, the latter has in recent years received the greater 
attention in order effects research, especially from those 
investigating impression formation (Mayo and Crockett, 1964j | 
Anderson, 1965^ ivicGinnis and Oziel , 1970). According to the. 
perception theory of order effects, the primacy message holds 
the greatest influence. The initial familiarization with a 
nev; situation establishes a frame of reference or perceptual 
set toward which all subsequent messages are assimilated and 
interpreted. The mental set created by the first message tendt^ 
to distort the meaning of later m.aterial* 

For equivocation to be effective, the receiver must 

think he agrees with the speaker. If the speaker could 

initially establish a favorable mental set by advocating issues 

the receivers agree on, it would appear that the equivocated 

message which followed would be interpreted in keeping with 

the initial preset. To test what effects the order of presenta 

tion has on equivocation, the following hypotheses are offered s 

Hypothesis 2 t A message organized so that clearly agree . 
issues are presented first and equivocated issues are 
presented last will px^oduce more attitude agreement 
than a message presenting equivocated issues first 
and clearly agree issues last. 
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Hypothesis 3 ' A message organized so that ^clearly agree 
issues are presented first and equivocated issues are 
presented last will produce more credibility for the . 
source than a message presenting equivocated issues 
first and clearly agree issues last. 

Most studies investigating the effects* of negative state- 
ments have focused on the amount of time for comprehension and 
errors in recall as dependent variables i however, little 
attention has been directed toward determining what effects 
■negations have on attitude agreement 'or source credibility. 
The following hypotheses are designed to clarify what those 
effects might bes . 

Hypothesis ^^ g There will be greater attitude agreeni-'^ii c 
if all the issues in a- message are stated positiv^r..y 
than if all the issues are stated negatively . 

. Hypothesis 5 ? The source of a message waM be perceived 
■as more credible if all the issues are vJ^tated positively 
than if all the issues are stated negatively. 

Hypothesis 6 g There will be greater message recall if 
all the issues are stated positively than if all the 
issues are stated negatively. 

Method 

Subjects . Undergraduate students enrolled in the funda- 
mental speech course at the University of Oklahoma served as 
subjects in the pretest of attitudes and the a,ctual experimental 
manipulation. These students represent a general cross-section 
of university undergraduates,. 

P retest of attitudes . A pretest of 5 contemporary topics 
revealed that "Liberal education" was a salient concern for 
most students and contained issues which were controversial. 
To answer the question '»V/hat should be included in a college 
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liberal education progra/rj?" another pretest vms {riven to anoti:er 
sample of students. Students were asked to respond to 13 I.^.tjuos 
and indicate on a 7-point fje/nantic differential type ocale the 
degree to which they felt that item should be included in a 
college liberal education • The 13 items under consideration woz'e 

1, Foreign language cources 

2 , Electives 

3, Social sciences courses 
^-K A to F gradinp; 

5. Instruction by lecture 

6 , Fine arts courses..' 

?• Technical job training courses 

8. fviath courses 

9. Instruction by discussion 

10. Physical sciences courses 

11. Pass-fail grading 

12. Required courses 

13. Ethnic studies courses 

Each item was accompanied by a short phrase in parentheses 
which identified the item in m.ore detail (i.e. "Foreign language 
courses" (French, Spanish, German)? "Pass-fail grading" (A 
final grade of "pass" or "fail" is given at the end of the 
semester)). On the basis of this pretest, ^ items (2 agree 
and 2 disagree) were selected. The 2 agree issues were "Social 
sciences courses" and "Instruction by discussion," and the 
2 disagree issues were "Required courses" and **A to F grading." 
The criteria for selection, were a high or low mean score plus 
a relatively low variance. In other words, these ^f- items, 
were issues which the students rather strongly agreed or 
disagreed with, and the students were homogeneous in. their 
agreement or disagreement.- 

Design . Hypothesis 1 was tested using a t-test? however, 
all other hypotheses were tested using a 2 by 2 factorial design. 
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To test for a -primacy-recency effect, the first factor manipu- 
lated the order of presentation of clearly stated issues v^hich 
students agreed with and equivocated issues which students 
disagreed with. The agree issues were clearly and precisely 
stated, but the disagree issues were equivocated using terms 
from a dictionary of vague words and phrases created by Hiller 
(1968). The second factor manipulated the positive or negative 
wording of the issues. In the positive condition all the issues 
were positively stated, but in the negative.condition all the 
issues were negatively stated. (See Appendix A for a layout 
of the design.) Results were considered significant at the 
.05 level of confidence. 

Procedure. A total of 60 subjects were used in the 
experimental manipulation. In the course of the experiment, 
subjects received 2 booklets. The first booklet contained? 

1. An introduction which informed the subjects of a 
survey being taken on college liberal education. 

2. One of the 4 messages, v/hich was attributed to a 
group of fundamental speech students indicating what 
they thought should or should not be included in 

a liberal college education. 

These booklets were randomly assigned, and subjects were allowed 
1-| minutes to read the message^ After reading the message, all 
booklets were collected from the subjects. The second booklet 
was then passed out. It contained? 

1. A 7-point semantic differential type scale to check 
the subjects' agreement with the message, 

2. McCroskey ♦ s source credibility scales for peer 
evaluation, which contain dimensions for competence, 
character, and extroversion (McCroskey et al, , I973). 

3. A 7-point semantic differential type scale to measure 
the perceived vagueness of the message. 

4. Four multiple choice questions designed to measure 

the recall of specific issues presented in the message. 
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5. A multiple choice question asking subjectrj to identify 
the number of issues they agreed with. 

After subjects had been instructed on how to fill out the various 

scales, each proceeded at his own pace through the booklet without 

consultation. Completing the second booklet took about 10 

minutes. 

Results 

In this section the results of each of the 6 hypotheses are 

i 

considered separately. See Appendix A for the tabled results. 

Hypothesis 1 s Listeners who have a negative attitude 
toward the issues presented in a message will perceive 
the message as being more vague than listeners who have 
a positive attitude toward the issues. 

Agreement with the message was measured using 2 different 
scales. The first agreement measure was a 7-point semantic 
differential type scale v/hich asked subjects to indicate on 
a continuum betv^een "totally agree'* to "totally disagree" how 
they felt about the message. Using this agreement measure as 
the independent variable, a median split was performed , and 
subjects were dichotomized into high or low agreement categories. 
Using the measure of perceived vagueness as the dependent 
measure, a t-test was run to measure differences between the 2 
agreement groups. The results revealed a significant difference, 
indicating that subjects who disagreed ^vith the message perceived 
it as being more vague than subjects who agreed with the message 
(t= ^.66^, p<:.001., df= 58). 

The second agreement measure was a multiple choice question 
which asked subjects to identify the number of issues (from. 0 to 
4) they agreed with. Again, a median split was performed on 
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th-s agreement measure, and using perceived vagueness as the 

dependent variable, a t-test was used to test for differences 

between the two groups, A significant difference was found, 

indicating that subjects who disagreed with most or all of the 

issues presented in the message perceived the message as being 

more vague than subjects who agreed with most or all of t'.ie 

issues presented in the message (t= 5. 1^-9 » p<.,001, df= 58). 

Based on these 2 significant findings, Hypothesis 1 was confirmed • 

Hypothesis 2 % A message organized so that clearly agree 
issues are presented first and equivocated issues are 
presented last will produce more attitude agreement than 
a message presenting equivocated issues first and clearly 
agree issues last. 

This hypothesis tested the effect which the order of 

clearly stated .'.ssues and equivocated issues had on attitude 

agreement, ■ Again, as in testing the first hypothesis, 2 measures 

of attitude were used? however, in this hypothesis and all the 

remaining hypotheses, a 2 by 2 factorial design was used for 

testing. When the '/-point semantic differential type scale 

was used as uhe dependent variable, the main effect was not 

significant (F= 0.15?, df= l,56j Table !)• Likewise, when the 

agreement measure asking subjects to indicate the number of 

issues they agreed with was used as the dependent variable, the 

main effect was not significr-nt (F= 1.692, df= 1,56| Table 2). 

Since both agreement measures failed to produce significance, 

Hypothesis 2 was not confirmed. 

Hypothesis 3 s A message organized so that clearly agree 
issues are presented first and equivocated issues are 
presented last will produce more credibility for the 
source than a message presenting equivocated issues 
first and clearly agree issues last. 
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This hypothesis tested the effect v;hich the order of 

presentation of agree issues and equivocated issues had on 

source credibility. The three dimensions of source credibility 

which served as dependent variables were competence, character, 

and extroversion. Each dimension was analyzed separately. The 

competence dimension did not produce a significant main effect 

(F=: 2.228, df= 1,56? Table 3). In like manner, no significant 

main effects were found for character (F=: O.676, df= 1,5^5 Table 

or extroversion (F= 0.520.., df= 1,565 Table 5). Therefore, 

Hypothesis 3 was not confirmed. 

H ypothesis There will be greater attitude agreement if 

all the issues in a message are stated positively than 
if all the issues are stated negatively- 

In an effort to determine the effect of all issues being 
stated positively as opposed to all issues being stated nega- 
tively, the 2 agreement measures were again used to test this 
hypothesis. Using the 7-point semantic differential type scale 
as the dependent variable, the main effect was not significant 
(F= 1.819i df= It 5^1 Table 1). However, when the agreement 
measure asking subjects to indicate the number of issues they 
agreed with was used as the dependent variable, the main effect 
was significant (F=^ 8.189, p^r.Ol^ df= 1,565 Table 2). On the 
basis of this significant finding, Hypothesis 4 was partially 
confirmed . 

H ypothesis 5 ^ The source of a message will bo perceived 
as more credible if all the issues are stated positively 
than if all the issues are stated negatively. 

Using competence, character, and extroversion as the 

dimensions of source credibility, separate analyses were run 
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using all positively stated issues and all negatively stated 
issues as the independent variable. No significant main effects . 
were found for competence (F= 1,36^, df- 1,56| Table 3) or 
character (F= O.676, df= 1,56? Table 4) j hov/ever a significant 
main effect was found for extroversion (F= 7.001, p-<r.025f 
df= 1,56?; Table 5)t Therefore, Hypothesis 5 was partially 
confirmed. 

H ypothesis 6 1 There will be greater message recall if 
all the issues are stated positively than if all the 
issues are stated negatively. 

In measuring the subjects' responses, the last series of 
questions were designed to see how well subjects could recall 
the 4 issues presented in the treatment message. Four multiple 
choice questions containing ^ choices each v/ere given to the 
subjects. Only one answer per mviltiple choice question was 
correct. On the basis of their ability to recall the issues 
read .earlier, a recall index ranging from 0 (for no issues 
recalled correctly) to 4 (for all issues recalled correctly) 
v;as created for each subject. Using this measure as the 
dependent variable, when all the issues were sxated positively, 
a significantly greater number of issues were correctly 
recalled than when all the issues v/ere stated negatively (P= 6.7^5 1 
p-.-r.025> df= 1,565 Table 6). Therefore, Hypothesis 6 was con-- 
firmed. 

Discussion 

The successful use of equivocation seems to be greatly 
dependent on the audience's failure to perceive vagueness 5 yet 
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it is improbable that a speaker's message is always seen as 
being clear-cut and specific. The first hypothesis specifically 
addresses the question of how the audience perceives certain 
messages. The tv;o groups used in testing R/pothesis 1 were 
blocked on the basis of agreement with the message ^ not on the 
basis of which treatment they received. Confirmation of this 
hypothesis indicates that the attitude of the listener toward 
the message is definitely related to perceiving the message as 
vague or specific. Because of the nature of the design used 
to test this hypothesis, a causal relationship cannot be drawn; 
however, this significant finding indicates that such a relation 
ship might exist. Intuitively, the concomitance of negative 
attitudes and perception of vaguenes'.s makes sense. When we 
encounter messages which agree with o\xr attitudes, there is 
no reason to be negative. A positive frame of reference is 
established, and we are more disposed toward saying the message 
was specifically stated. Howeve^', when we -^i^sagree with a 
message, a negative frame of reference is created. Not only 
do we perceive the message as being incorrect and ill-founded, 
but also we transfer those negative dispositions to our 
perception of the message itself, saying it is vague and poorly 
stated. 

To further clarify the question of perceived vagueness, 
two additional factors were manipulated post hoc. Using a 
factorial design, the '^'irst factor was the order in which 
vaguely and clearly stated issues were pres:ented, and the 
second facto*? was ispues all stated positively or issues all 



stated negatively. Using perceived vaguenes?; as the dependent 
variable, a significant main effect was not found for the order 
in which vaguely . stated issues were presented (F= 0.0^^5 > df= l,56i 
Table 7) , and a significant main effect was not found for issues 
all stated positively or all stated negatively (F= 0.0^5i 
df= 1,565 Table 7). These findings seem to indicate that the 
order in which vague issues are presented and positive or 
negative wording have a minimal effect on perceived vagueness, 
while the attitude of the listener toward the message seems 
to be of greater influence. 

The nonsignificant results found in Hypothesis 2 and 
Hypothesis 3 prevent us from drawing conclusive evidence 
regarding the effect of the order in which equivocated and 
clearly stated issues are presented on agreement with a message 
and perceived source credibility. Observation of the means in 
the various treatment conditions reveals a slight tendency for 
more agreement if clearly stated issues are presented first 
followed by equivocated issues (see Table 8)} however, these 
differences were not significant. 

These nonsignificant findings lend support to the feelings 
of many researchers who believe that we are dealing with a 
secondary variable when we Jfocus our attention on primacy- 
recency effects. Perhaps the successfi?! use of equivocation 
is not a function of the order in which tjhe issues are pre- 
sented but dependent on a completely different variable. It 
is observed that the midpoint of the agreement scales are ^[ and 
2, respectively, and it is clear that the audience did not give 
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overwhelming agreement to the messages regardless of the order 
in which the issues were presented. Since the pretest sample 
revealed high agreement with the issues which, were clearly 
stated (a mean of about 5*5 on the semantic differential type 
scale) , and if v/e may assume that the subjects used in the 
experimental manipulation are from the same population, it 
would appear that the addition of equivocated issues tended 
to' lov/er the audience*s agreement with the message. Such a 
difference could have been detected if the design used in this 
study Jiad included a treatment of all clearly stated issues 
which the audience presumably agreed with? however, since such 
a control group was not included, we can only assume that the 
addition of equivocated issues lowered audience agreement • 
Prior research indicates that there is more agreement with 
equivocated disagree issues than with clearly stated disagree 
issues, but the speaker might be expecting too much if he 
equivocates the same number of issues as he clearly addresses. 
Perhaps there is .a ratio between the number of clearly stated 
agree issues a speaker can make and the number of equivocated 
issues his audience will "allow" him to make before they begin 
to disagree with him. The neutral level of agreement exhibited 
by the audience in this study might well be due to a violation 
of such a ratio. Instead of having two agree issues and two 
disagree issues, possibly a ratio of three agree issues to 
one equivocated issue might have been more agreeable to the 
audience. It is conceivable that as the number of agree issues 
increases, the number of equivocated issues a speaker may use 



also increases. Likewise, it is conceivable that if the 
speaker operates within the boundaries of this equivocation 
"toler?"ice level,'* he v/ill not only receive the agreement of 
the audience, but also be viewed with uigh credibility. Obviously 
these are issues which further research will have to clarify, and 
even though there might be a primacy or recency effect of equivo- 
cation on agreement and source credibility, the question of a 
ratio of agree issues to equivocated issues ppses an interesting 
research alternative. 

In addition to the investigation of the order in which 
clearly stated issues and vaguely stated issues are presented, 
the second concern of this study was to determine the effect 
of negatively stated issues on agreement, source credibility, 
and recall. Hypothesis ^ considered the effect of positive or 
negative wording on agreement, and since the hypothesis was 
partially confirmed, there is reason to believe that issues 
which are all stated negatively (that is, saying what should 
not be done) tend to evoke a sense of negativism in the listener. 
This conclusion needs to be qualified, hov/ever, since a signify 
icant difference in agreement for all positively worded or all 
negatively worded issues was found with only one of the two 
agreement scales used in this study. Close inspection of the 
two scales reveals that they are probably measuring different 
aspects of agreement . The 7-point semantic differential type 
scale was a more general agreement measure, asking subjects to 
give an overall response to the issues they had read. Although 
there was a tendency for the main effect mean of the positively 
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worded conditions to be higher than the mean of the negatively 
worded conditions (4,?3 to ^Kl6) , the difference was not 
significant • The second scale was a more specific agreement 
measure. Here subjects were asked to indicate the number of 
issues they agrec^d with (0 to ^) . Using this measure as the 
dependent variable > a significant difference was found 
between the all positively worded condition and the all nega- 
tively worded condition. Perhaps this finding is best explained 
from a learning theory perspective. Research indicates that 
subjects which are constantly punished by being told what not 
to r.o and never given an indication of v/hat they should do 
become frustrated and uncertain of themselves. Possibly the 
sane feelings are generated when a speaker prescribes only what 
should not be done but gives no direction in terms of positive 
measures which should be taken. As a response to this negativism, 
the audience is much more disposed toward disagreement. 

The rejBults of Hypothesis 5 revealed that the source 
credibility dimensions of competence and character were not 
significantly different in the positive-negative wording of 
issues conditions! however, the source of a message containing 
all negatively worded issues was perceived as significantly more 
extroverted than the source of a message containing all positively 
worded issues. The hypothesis stated that the message source 
would be perceived as more credible if all the issues were 
stated positively, but the question is, does perceiving the 
source of a negatively worded message as being more extroverted 
mean he is seen as being more credible? Many sources, such 



as used car or door-to-door salesmen, are viewed as persons 
with dynamic and extroverted personalities but are often 
disliked because of their pushiness and persuasive manner. It 
is possible that the source of the all negativoly worded rr.essage 
is perceived in the same way 5 that is, he is seen as being more 
extroverted but he is disliked. Inspection of the agreement 
mean scores across the all positively stated and all negatively 
stated issues (see Table 8) reveals that subjects agreed more 
with the positively worded issues than with the negatively 
worded issues. This finding would tend to indicate that even 
though the source of the negatively worded issues is perceived 
as more extroverted ^ the audience does not agree with him, 
probably dislikes him, and in terms of extroversion probably 
views him with less credibility than the source of the all 
positively worded message. To clarify this question, a scale 
measuring "like" or "dislike" of the source of the message 
should have been included in the study. It is also important 
to notice that the source credibility scales used in this study 
were for peers. For public figures or other sources the effects 
of negatively worded issues .might vary greatly in terms of 
perception of source credibility. 

The significant results produced from the testing of 
Hypothesis 6 are not surprising. The large majority of previ- 
ous research investigating the effects of negative wording on 
recall has likewise demonstrated that positively worded messages 
are easier to recall than negatively worded messages. Wason's 
(1962) findings (indicating that negations require a transfer 
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from the negative to the affirmative, evaluation of the 
affirmative form, and a reversal of the evaluation before 
the ultimate response) , serve as the best explanation of this 
recall differential. It is important to mention that since 
subjects receiving the all negatively worded condition could 
not recall the issues as v/ell as subjects receiving the all . 
positively v/orded condition, there is a peculiar sort of subject 
bias operating throughout this entire study, v/hile the extent 
of this effect cannot be clearly established, and although the 
effect might be minimal, it should be realized that such a 
bias was operative in the study. 



Summary 

This study investigated the effects of the order in which 
equivocated issues are presented in a message and positive or 
negative wording on message perception and source credibility. 
After a revi.ew of the literature, six hypotheses were presented 
for testing. The results may be summarized under four general 
findings : 

1. Perceiving a message as vague is related to the 
attitude a listener holds toward the issues 
presented in the message. If the listener has 
a negative attitude, the message is perceived as 
vague, but if the listener has a positive attitude, 
the message is perceived as being stated specif- 
ically. The order of equivocated issues and 
clearly stated issues as well as all positively 
worded and all negatively worded issues did not 
significantly effect the perception of vagueness. 

2# No significant differences were found between 
agreement with a message and: (a) the order of 
equivocated issues and clearly stated issues as 
well as (b) all issues being stated positively 
or all issues being stated negatively. The only 
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deviation from this finding was when all the 
issues were stated positively, where there was 
more agreement with specific issues than when all 
issues were stated negatively, 

3. The source of a message in which all the issues 
are stated negatively is perceived as being 
more extroverted than v/hon all the issues are 
stated po;::itively J however, the order of equivo- 
cated issues and clearly stated issues did not 
significantly effect source credibility. 

^, There is greater -^^ecall of the issues presented 
in a message if ail the issues are staxed 
positively than if all the issues are stated 
negatively • 

The interpretation of these findings indicated that the 
primacy-recency question with regard to equivocation is probably 
of secondary importance, but that the ratio of clearly stated 
issues to equivocated issues is a question which might shed 
more insight on our knowledge about xhe effective use of 
' equivocation. In addition, it was concluded that even though 
a source using all negatively stated issues is perceived as 
more extroverted, this did not necessarily mean that he is 
viewed as being more credible than a source using all positively 
stated issues. 
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FIGURE 1 
Layout of Design*^ 



Clear-Equivocated 
Order 

1. Need to take social sci- 
ences courses such as 
psychology and sociology. 

2, Need instruction where 
teachers employ a class 
discussion approach to 

positive teaching. 
uJording 3, As a rule should be 
encouraged to follow a 
degree program which has 
been designed by profes'-- 
sional educators. 
^, On the whole do need 
to be evaluated by ,som.e 
systematic grading scale.- 



Equivocated-Clear 
Order 

1. As a rule should be 
encouraged to follow a 
degree program which has 
been designed by profes- 
sional educators . 

2. On the whole do need 
to be evaluated by some 
systematic grading scale, 

3. Need to take social sci- 
ences courses such as 
psychology and sociology. 

4. Need instruction where 
teachers employ a class 
discussion approach to 
teaching. 



Negative 
wording 



1. Do not need a degree 
program where .approximately 
70^ of the courses are 
required. 

2. Do not need to be eval- 
uated on an "A" to "F" 
grading scale . 

3e Ordinarily do not need 
to take courses concerned 
with social behavior. 
^1. On the v/hole teachers 
should not employ a student 
interchange approach to 
instruction . 



Ordinarily do not need 
to take courses concerned 
with social behavior. 

2. On the whole teachers 
should not employ a student 
interchange approach to 
instruction., 

3, Do not need a degree 
program where approximately 
70% of the courses are 
required . 

^, Do not need to be eval- 
uated on an "A" to "F'' 
grading scale. 



-'^This layout of the design shows the various treatment 
conditions and the four issues presented in the messages. 
All conditions were introduced with the statement, "After 
considering a variety of topics related to the issue of what 
should be included in a liberal college education, we have 
reached several final decisions. V/e feel that students s" 
Q (followed by the four issues for the respective conditions), 
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TABLE 1 

Analysis of Variance for Agreement 



Source 


SS 


df 


MS 


F 


Order 


0.416 


1 


0.416 


0.157 


Negations 


4.816 


I 


4.816 


1.819 


0 X N 


1.351 


1 


1.351 


0.510 


Error 


148.26? 


56 


S.647 




Total 


154.850 


59 
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TABLE 2 

Analysis of Variance for Agreement Issues 



Source 


SS 


df 




F 


P 


Order 


1.66? 


1 


1 . 66? 


1.692 


n.s. 


Negations 


8.06? 


1 


8.06? 


8.189 


c.Ol 


0 X N 


2.^00 


1 


2.400 


2.436 


n.s . 


Error 


55.200 


56 


0.985 






Total 


67.33^ 


59 
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TABLE 3 

Analysis of Variance for Competence 



Source 


SS 


df 


MS 


F 


P 


Order 


35.267 


1 


35.267 


2.228 


n.s . 


Negations 


21.600 


1 


21.600 


1.364 


n.Se 


0 n N 


0.067 


1 


0.067 


0.004 


n.s. 


Error 


886.400 


56 


15.828 






Total 


W.334 


59 
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TABLE 4 

Analysis of Variance for Character 



Source 3S df MS F p 



Order 


8.067 


1 


8.C67 


0.676 


n.s. 


Negations 


8.067 


1 


8.067 


0.676 


n.s. 


0 X N 


17.066 


1 


17.066 


1.431 


n.s . 


Error 




56 


11.923 






Total 


700.93^ 


59 
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TABLE 5 

Analysis of Variance for Extroversion 



Source 


SS 


df 




F 


P 


Order 


5.^00 


1 


5.^+00 


0.520 


n.s. 


Negations 


72.600 


1 


72.600 


7.001 


025 


0 X \i 


1.06? 


1 


1.067 


0.102 


n.s. 


Error 


580.66? 


56 


10.369 






Total 


659.73^ 


59 
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TABLE 6 

Analysis of Variance for Recall 



Source 



S2> 



df 



MS 



F. 



Order 0.1 50 

Negations 7.350 

0 X N 0.150 

Error 60.93^ 

Total 68.53i^ 



1 

1 
1 

56 
59 



0.150 
7.350 
0.150 

1,.088 



0.137 
0.137 



n. s . 

<.025 
n.s. 
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TABLE 7 

Analysis of Variance for Vagueness 



Source 33 df IV13 F p 



Order 


0.150 


1 


0.15c 


0.045 


n.s . 


Negations 


0.150 


1 


0.150 


0.0^5 


n.s . 


0 X N 


0.017 


1 


0.017 


0.005 


n.s . 


Error 


I85.867 


56 


3.319 
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TABLE 8 

Dependent Variable keans Per Treatment 

Treatments 

Clear-Equiv, Equiv, -Clear Clear-Equiv, Equiv, -Clear 
Order and Order and Order and Order and 
All Positive All Positive All Negative All Negative 
V/ording ;/ording Wording Wording 



1. 


Agreement 


if. 666 


^.800 


4.400 


3.933 


2. 


Agreement 
Issues 


2.666 


2.733 


2.333 


1 .600 


3. 


Competence 


12.866 


11.266 


14. 000 


12.533 




Character 


1^.333 


14.666 


16.133 


1^.333 


5. 


Extroversion 


13.^66 


I3.S00 


15.^00 


16.266 


6. 


Recall 


3.666 


3.866 


3.066 


3.066 


7. 


Vagueness 


^.?33 


4.600 


4.800 


4.733 
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